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At the fin de siècle, L. T. Meade distanced herself from her professional identity
as a girls’ fiction writer and began competing directly with top commercial crime fiction
writers like Sir Arthur Conan Doyle and Grant Allen. But she offered a new corner on
this market: serials with femme fatales who tantalized the Victorian imagination by
personifying both beauty and treachery. Over time, Meade negotiated literary trends by
fine-tuning her writing technique to meet a growing appetite for these femme fatale
villains in crime fiction. I use both distant readings of Meade’s work within this
competitive femme fatale market as well as a close reading comparison of two of her
texts, The Brotherhood of the Seven Kings (1898) and The Sorceress of the Strand (1902–
3), to argue that she introduced new visual and sensational strategies to appeal to the
middlebrow readers of the Strand Magazine.
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Those who intend to join the band of writers have not only to succeed, but have to
go on succeeding. They have to struggle hard ever and always to keep up the
ideal, to add to their knowledge fresh knowledge, to their intuition fresh intuition,
to their creative power a greater and loftier imagination. Thus success adds to
success.1
In the decade between 1893 and 1903, L. T. Meade contributed prolifically to the
detective and crime fiction genres within several prominent Victorian periodicals,
distancing herself from her identity as a girls’ fiction writer and competing directly with
top commercial writers like Arthur Conan Doyle and Grant Allen. But she offered a new
corner on the detective market: serials with femmes fatales who tantalized the Victorian
imagination by personifying both beauty and treachery, using their criminal genius to
elude detectives’ efforts.2 Meade tapped into a cultural fascination with the female
criminal—an important symbol of change at the fin de siècle.3 Her serials The
Brotherhood of the Seven Kings (Strand Magazine, 1898), The Heart of a Mystery
(Windsor Magazine, 1901), and The Sorceress of the Strand (Strand Magazine, 1902–3)
featured female villains who possessed just the right blend of beauty, power, and
seduction to capture widespread reader interest. The evolution of these figures in
Meade’s work and their placement in popular magazines reveals her keen understanding
of the competitive literary marketplace for detective fiction and her own role as a
producer of literary commodities within that market. Meade’s skill in negotiating literary
trends reveals a keen ability to fine-tune her writing technique to meet a growing appetite
for femme fatale villains and crime fiction.
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Recent scholarship has demonstrated keen interest in Meade’s contributions to the
crime fiction genre and more specifically, her ability to switch genres, re-brand herself as
a professional writer, and navigate a complex and crowded literary marketplace.4 These
studies illuminate her treatment of Victorian anxieties about foreign invasion, the New
Woman, criminality, and the role of women writers in British society—sensationalized
figures and trends which she took directly to the bank.5 Janis Dawson, for example,
argues that Meade spotted opportunities to capitalize on the detective fiction genre at its
rise through the increasingly marketable “New Woman criminal” figure.6 Madame Sara,
Meade’s criminal mastermind figure from her final Strand Magazine serial The Sorceress
of the Strand, has received the most critical attention to date, particularly for her role as a
beautician, businesswoman, and foreign “other.”7 But Madame Sara was the last of a
series of murderesses that Meade wrote for the Strand and other family magazines at the
fin de siècle; her femme fatale predecessors varied in age, profession, ethnicity, visual
representation, and narrative outcome. My essay builds upon the work of Janis Dawson
and other scholars by examining L. T. Meade’s market savvy in greater detail. I argue
that Madame Sara is a remake of previous adventuresses who were designed to capitalize
on what had been a winning trope for many years. L. T. Meade reintroduced the figure
with new, strategic literary effects designed to unsettle Victorian readers and keep them
coming back for more.
Indeed, she single-handedly reinvented this trope through her crime fiction serials,
eventually becoming a dominant force in what might be identified as a genre unto itself:
the femme fatale detective serial.8 I will use both distant readings of Meade’s serials
within the Strand and other competing magazines, as well as a close reading of The
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Brotherhood of the Seven Kings and The Sorceress of the Strand to show in detail how
Meade adapted her work to the competitive field of detective fiction at the fin de siècle by
continually updating the femme fatale trope, introducing new visual and sensational
strategies designed to appeal to the middlebrow readers of the Strand Magazine.
Meade and Victorian Middlebrow Markets
The Victorian press at the time of Meade’s launch into detective fiction was ripe for
new forms of popular fiction. Grubar Garvey’s The Adman in the Parlour notes that
literary producers at the fin de siècle saw the income-generating possibilities of both the
fictional and advertising content in popular magazines, especially when those magazines
could be sold cheaply and distributed widely.9 Improvements in production and
distribution drove down costs along with increasing literacy rates, created an audience of
middlebrow readers who were attracted to magazines at a more affordable price point.
Miller notes that the 1890s saw an “explosion of inexpensive mass-market periodicals.”10
Literary content itself was the bread and butter of these periodicals: “Stories, like the
department store’s musical concerts, were part of what drew readers to the magazines,
making them potential buyers.”11 Founded in 1891, the Strand Magazine became the gold
standard among popular illustrated family magazines, bringing together commercially
successful writers, styles, and genres and marketing this content to a wide audience.
George Newnes, founder of Strand Magazine, sought to build a wide base of returning
consumers eager for each new monthly installment of thrilling, sensational detective
fiction. At 6d. per issue, the Strand “represented excellent value to its readers: profusely
illustrated, entertaining, solidly middle class in tone.”12 As the Strand and its competitors,
like Windsor Magazine (1895) and Pearson’s Magazine (1896), attempted to cash in on
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this new market, proprietors such as Newnes were eager to attract celebrity contributors
like L. T. Meade, who could fill monthly issues with the kind of enticing serial fiction
that attracted busy readers.
In The Field of Cultural Production, Pierre Bourdieu notes that this path to literary
commercialization involved a distancing from elitist art culture and an emphasis on the
development of literary products, or symbolic goods, that could be distributed en masse
to the middlebrow reading public. With the rise of mass media culture came new markets
for fiction serials, but producers of those “goods” (editors, publishers, critics, and writers)
needed to carefully negotiate their way through a competitive market determined by the
laws of supply and demand. The field of large-scale production targeted what Bourdieu
calls the “average reader/viewer”:
Middle-brow art is the product of a productive system dominated by the quest for
investment profitability; this creates the need for the widest possible public. It
cannot, moreover, content itself with seeking to intensify consumption within a
determinate social class; it is obliged to orient itself towards a generalization of
the social and cultural composition of this public.13
Because of their status as middlebrow artists, writers like Meade were subject to the
demands of large-scale consumption because of the “imperatives of competition for
conquest of the market.”14 Meade had to consistently assess the demand for her work,
measured by circulation numbers, editors’ requests, audience and critical reception, and
then use these findings to adjust her techniques and forms to stay in tune with consumer
demand. Bourdieu notes that this task is no small one. The “average reader” or “average
viewer” was a fluid concept which changed with every new trend or sensation, and this
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kind of ambiguous market forced each producer to adjust accordingly, assessing where
the most “potential action” existed in the market and fine-tuning their “technical and
aesthetic choices” to meet and create consumer demands.15
From this surge in middlebrow popular fiction emerged a number of popular
periodical genres, including detective fiction, New Woman serials, celebrity spotlights,
and criminal exposés, which were often accompanied by entertaining illustrations,
cartoons, and photographic halftones. Vast markets for these trendy features kept
publishers and writers on their toes; the imperative to stay ahead prompted them toward
pinpointing key elements that could be enhanced for maximum potential. At the
intersection of many of these in-demand tropes was the femme fatale figure, a character
with dangerous beauty, ambition, and intellect whose criminal drive transgressed
established societal norms. She embodied new imaginative possibilities for both writers
and readers.
The Femme Fatale Market
Recent scholars have placed Meade’s later fiction within a variety of genres,
including the modern short story,16 detective novel,17 dynamite novel,18 invasion
literature,19 and the New Woman Criminal novel,20 and several scholars have explored
Meade’s femme fatale figures, examining how they embodied Victorian fascinations with
female criminality, mystery, and sexuality at the fin de siècle. While many midcentury
femmes fatales were inspired by headlines and were certainly germane to contemporary
conversations on the Woman Question, the “New Woman Criminal” was still strangely
distanced from the lived experience of the Victorian populace.21 In fact, as Elizabeth
Carolyn Miller points out, there were very few middle-class female murderers at all and a
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scarce number of headlines that could have generated examples to fictionalize.22 The New
Woman criminal was instead a “figure of fantasy” and an “imaginative creation within a
wildly expanding popular culture of crime narrative.”23 Rebecca Stott notes that the
female villain becomes an important symbol in late-century fiction:
She is not unique to the nineteenth century, but she is fabricated, reconstructed in,
and apparently necessary to, the cultural expression of the closing years of the
century. She is a powerful and threatening figure, bearing a sexuality that is
perceived to be rapacious, or fatal to her male partners. . . . She appears time and
time again in art, poetry and fiction either in her mythical forms or in
contemporary guise: she can be prostitute, man-hunting aristocrat, vampire,
African queen, native (black) woman or murderess. She crosses boundaries of
class and race.24
Throughout the century, femme fatale figures appear with increasing frequency in the
periodical press. Dallas Liddle, in Dynamics of Genre, advocates for a Bakhtinian
approach to understanding genre, which takes into account periodical contexts in
constituting a text’s meaning, worldview, historicity, and connection to other
contemporary texts.25 To get a sense of the femme fatale fiction as a dynamic genre, it is
helpful to examine these texts on a chronological timeline and to take note of their
original publication location and format (table 1).
Author

Title

Mary Elizabeth Braddon

Lady Audley's Secret

Wilkie Collins
Joseph Sheridan Le
Fanu
Guy Boothby

Armadale
Carmilla
The Beautiful White Devil

Publication
Robin Goodfellow (July–
September, 1861, partial)
Cornhill Magazine
(November 1864–June 1866)
Dark Blue (December 1871–
March 1872)
Ward, Lock & Co. (1876)
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Oscar Wilde

Vera: or, The Nihilists

H. Rider Haggard
Clemence Housman

L. T. Meade

She: A History of Adventure
“The Were-Wolf”
“A Scandal in Bohemia,” The
Adventures of Sherlock Holmes
“Very Far West,” Stories from the
Diary of a Doctor
Olga Romanoff, or The Syren of
the Skies
“The Seventh Step,” Stories from
the Diary of a Doctor
“With the Eternal Fires,” Stories
from the Diary of a Doctor
An Outcast of the Islands
The Witch-Dancer's Doom: A
Breton Legend
“The Panelled Bedroom,” The
Adventures of a Man of Science

Grant Allen

An African Millionaire

Bram Stoker

Dracula
“A Race with the Sun,” The
Adventures of a Man of Science

Sir Arthur Conan Doyle
L. T. Meade
George Griffith
L. T. Meade
L. T. Meade
Joseph Conrad
Anonymous

Union Square Theatre, NYC
(1883)
The Graphic (October 1886–
January 1887)
Atalanta (December 1890)
Strand Magazine (July 1891)
Strand Magazine (September
1893)
Pearson's Weekly (December
30, 1893–August 4, 1894)
Strand Magazine (February
1895)
Strand Magazine (October
1895)
T. Fisher Unwin (1896)
Strand Magazine
(January1896)

L. T. Meade
Guy Boothby

The Beetle
The Siren
The Brotherhood of the Seven
Kings
Pharos the Egyptian

Guy Boothby

The Woman of Death

L. T. Meade

The Heart of a Mystery

L. T. Meade
Isabel Meredith [Olivia
and Helen Rossetti]

The Sorceress of the Strand

Strand Magazine (July 1896)
Strand Magazine (January–
December 1896)
Archibald Constable and
Company (1897)
Strand Magazine (January
1897)
Answers (March 13, 1897–
June 19, 1897)
White & Co (1898)
Strand Magazine (January–
October 1898)
Ward, Lock & Co. (1899)
C. Arthur Pearson Ltd.
(1900)
Windsor (June - November
1901)
Strand Magazine (October
1902–March 1903)

A Girl among the Anarchists
“The Second Stain,” The Return
of Sherlock Holmes
“Charles Augustus Milverton,”
The Return of Sherlock Holmes

Duckworth (1903)
Strand Magazine (December
1904)
Strand Magazine (April
1904)

L. T. Meade
Richard Marsh
L. T. Meade

Sir Arthur Conan Doyle
Sir Arthur Conan Doyle
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Table 1. Selected serial and volume-edition fiction including a femme fatale figure, 1861–
1904.

Scanning the landscape of femme fatale fiction during the last few decades of the
nineteenth century and the early years of the twentieth reveals a network of writers who
experimented with new portrayals and reinventions of women characters as murderers or
criminal masterminds. These portrayals included femmes fatales as foreign terrorists,
dynamiters, con-women, thieves, pirates, and figures of the occult. Femme fatale fictions
published in earlier decades intersected a variety of genres, from vampire novels to
adventure novels, while in later decades, the texts are usually associated with a detective
fiction or crime fiction genre. Figure 1 charts the number of femme fatale fictions
published, showing a spike in the last decade of the century.
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Figure 1. Serial and volume-edition fiction including a femme fatale figure, 1861–1904.

The frequency of femmes fatales in fiction during the middle of the century remains
steady until the last decade, with just a few appearances every few years until the 1890s.
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But in 1891, with the appearance of Irene Adler in Doyle’s The Adventures of Sherlock
Holmes, the market spikes with at least one new femme fatale figure occurring every year
in serial or volume fiction until 1904.
This increased appearance of femme fatale fiction toward the end of the century
coincided with the rise of the New Journalism—innovations in publishing that expanded
the market to appeal to a wider audience, particularly through the use of easily digestible
content. While fiction still played a large role in new journalistic forms, publishers sought
to incorporate other tantalizing, light content, such as celebrity profiles, human interest
stories, and other short snippets of content, borrowing from the success of magazines
such as Newnes’s Tit-Bits. Matthew Arnold famously abhorred these new journalistic
techniques, dubbing them “feather-brained” because they seemed to pander to readers of
the lowest social denominator.26 As Mussell notes, “What Arnold objected to was the
adoption of trends in publications that conceived of the public in the largest possible
terms: the serious reader studies texts in private; new journalism was explicit about
selling itself to ‘the busy man’ or ‘busy woman’ to read whenever they could.”27 These
new journalistic forms opened up new opportunities in the literary market. The figure of
the femme fatale fit this demand for light, entertaining content infused with
sensationalism.
But the proliferation of femme fatale fiction also heightened the competitiveness
of that market. Femme fatale serials became one way to vie for reader interest in an
increasingly saturated market of entertaining, sensationalist fiction, but this new genre
was characterized by sameness as well. Carving out a niche within this market meant that
writers would need to adjust their artistic and technical craft to an ever-evolving
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consumer profile. The Strand Magazine in particular had its own understanding of the
femme fatale trope—its own approach to capitalizing on these tantalizing female villains
connected to its own fascination with criminality.
Discussions on female criminality swirled throughout the pages of the Strand
Magazine, highlighted in both fiction and nonfiction content. For example, an ongoing
nonfiction series titled “Crime and Criminals” highlighted new and exciting criminal
minds, methods, and tools, including numerous illustrations of particularly shocking
criminal imagery. The third issue of this series, titled “Coiners and Coining” (1894),
begins by highlighting a prominent counterfeiter from 1721, Barbara Spencer. It notes
that the feminine aspect of the crime would most likely shock readers:
The up-to-date counterfeit money coiner is one of the most difficult individuals
with whom the police have to deal. He is a positive artist. . . . He employs more
scientific means, and his methods are such that only men of his considerable
ingenuity and inventive powers could possibly hope to bring them to a successful
issue. But, alas! As in most things—woman’s in it!—and to the fair sex belongs
the first case on record in which any persons appears to have been executed for
counterfeiting the coin of the realm.28
This short account of Barbara Spencer and her female accomplices, along with other
snippets of non-fiction content published elsewhere in the Strand, highlighted female
criminality in a way that resonated with its fictional content, especially its detective
serials.
The fascination with the fictional femme fatale in the Strand Magazine begins
with Arthur Conan Doyle’s Irene Adler, who outsmarts Sherlock Holmes in “Scandal in
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Bohemia” (1891). The idea of women using scientific or intellectual means to conduct
criminal activity is also probed in several other popular serials in the Strand, such as
Grant Allen’s African Millionaire (1896), which features Madame Picardet, a master of
disguise who collaborates with Colonel Clay in his capers to swindle London’s elite. In
September 1898, Meade introduces a her own femme fatale in the Strand. In The
Brotherhood of the Seven Kings, she takes advantage of rising reader interest in women
as master-villains.
Meade’s Market Takeover
When the Strand first began publishing L. T. Meade’s work, she was a wellestablished girls’ fiction writer and former editor of Atalanta. She got her start in the
detective fiction genre in 1892, just a year before her first publication in the Strand, when
she published a three-volume work with Cassell and Co. called The Medicine Lady.
Reviewers took note that The Medicine Lady was a departure from her previous body of
works and thus represented a turning point in her career.29 Months later, in July of 1893,
her Stories from the Diary of a Doctor, a medical mystery series, began its serial run in
the Strand. It was co-written with Dr. Edgar Beaumont, who helped guide her use of
technical and medical terminology. Meade’s versatility and readiness to experiment with
new genres and techniques was a hallmark of her career.
Even as a child, Meade realized that her writing could provide the means for
achieving financial independence. Despite her parent’s disapproval, she claimed, “I have
not enough money. I should like to earn some. I think of writing a book. Some day I
shall.”30 Later she described her conflict in deciding, out of material necessity, to take up
the work of large-scale production:
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I had got to succeed—I had got to prove to my world that I had something in me.
I do not think . . . my ideas were solely those of one who wished to make money.
I wanted to prove that I had a gift and that I would use it. But money was also
essential, for if I could not add to my income, I could not stay in London, and to
come home a failure was impossible! . . . I would do all that a girl could to prove
my right to a niche in the temple of fame.31
Meade’s oeuvre reveals that any inner conflict between the claims of producing high and
middlebrow art was ultimately settled: she published close to three hundred books during
her career, showing her market savvy and prolific creative output. Indeed, by 1898, she
developed a reputation as “one of the most industrious modern writers of fiction.”32 Her
deployment and continual readjustment of the popular femme fatale figure into fiction
serials for popular magazines provides a particularly vivid example of her adaptability.
In “Rivaling Conan Doyle,” Janis Dawson shows that much of Meade’s success
was based on her ability to assess “literary trends, frequently crafting her narratives by
borrowing freely from her competitors’ work.”33 The story of her gradual dominance in
the femme fatale fiction market reveals that she borrowed not only from competitors but
continually repeated and embellished upon her own femme fatale characters in order to
maintain and enhance reader interest. Meade’s initial experimentation with the femme
fatale figure began in the third episode of Stories from the Diary of a Doctor, where she
introduced Leonora Whitby, a thief and con-woman, as the villain opposing Dr. Halifax
in 1893. Whitby was British, but her home exuded a “darkness of the Egyptian order”—a
possible allusion to foreign, corrupting influences at work in her villainy.34 A year later,
she invented Russian political terrorist Olga Krestofsky for Stories, a likely nod to
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George Griffith’s science fiction novel Olga Romanoff, or the Syren of the Skies, which
had been serialized in Pearson’s Weekly one year prior. Later in 1895, Thora, a Creole
kidnapper appeared in Stories, followed by Louisa Enderby, a mesmerizer, in The
Adventures of a Man of Science. The final incidental appearance of a femme fatale
character is in Adventures in 1897, which features Mrs. Kruse, a German scientist and
master of disguise. Based on the success of these first five femme fatale characters, in
1898 Meade started to experiment with creating detective series centered on ongoing
feuds between notorious female villains and detective protagonists. She first employed
this technique in the figure of Madame Koluchy in The Brotherhood of the Seven Kings
(1898) and then repeated it two more times through Mademoiselle Delacourt in The
Heart of a Mystery (1901) and Madame Sara in The Sorceress of the Strand (1902–3).
From the incidental appearance of villainesses in her serial fiction during the early
to mid-1890s to her three later serials featuring femmes fatales as central figures, she
quickly dominated the market for fiction featuring the femme fatale, approximating the
total number of other publications employing this trope across the broader periodical
marketplace at the fin de siècle (figure 2).
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Figure 2: Works authored by Meade and others featuring a femme fatale, 1861–1904.
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As femme fatale fiction grew in popularity, Meade published more of these tantalizing,
sensational figures than any other writer, usurping the market and showing herself to be
an in-demand writer of crime fiction who could create a steady supply of female
criminals for the Victorian periodicals market.
Meade’s Evolving Femmes Fatales
Meade achieved market dominance not only by positioning her work in relation to
other serials but also by reinventing her own motifs over time – reiterating successful
formulas and innovating upon them in fresh ways. In the case study that follows, I’ll
examine the evolution of Madame Koluchy in The Brotherhood of the Seven Kings
(1898) into Madame Sara in Sorceress of the Strand (1903). Through close reading of
both the letterpress and the illustrations, I will highlight Meade’s own adeptness in
adapting to the market for femme fatale fiction in the Strand Magazine. Meade
strategically adapts motifs from one serial to the next in order to enhance their sensational
value, and these newly designed sensational cues were amplified by the Strand’s
illustrations. Such innovations were designed to attract readers familiar with the femme
fatale trope, but to entice them with new sensational appeal.
The Brotherhood of the Seven Kings (January–October 1898) recounts the career
of the menacing Madame Koluchy, leader of secret, notorious society ruled by “the
instrumentality of a woman of unparalleled capacity and genius.”35 While Madame
Koluchy looms over each of the ten episodes in the series, she is clearly not the
protagonist. Instead, the serial foregrounds the adventures of Norman Head, a scientist
and the series’ first-person narrator. Chapter one, titled “At the Edge of the Crater,” is
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followed by a short byline, “Told by Norman Head”—with no reference to a female
master criminal.36 Madame Koluchy brings together many of the sensational signals that
readers would have recognized and enjoyed, particularly her foreign origins. Within the
first column of text, readers are introduced to her nationality, as the narrator falls “victim
to the wiles and fascinations of a beautiful Italian.”37 Her status as a foreign other is
significant, Halloran would argue, because it upholds an English framework of
imperialism and cultural identity.38 Detectives are English and criminals are foreigners,
thus mirroring the good and evil dichotomy that formed a foundation for crime fiction
texts and imperialist discourse.39 Madame Koluchy is also a “scientist,” “chief and
queen,” who is incredibly clever and adept at using her “arts” for her patients’ needs.40
She has “science at her fingers’ ends,” combined with “marvelous and occult cures,”
which enables her to deceive innocent women who fall into her grasp.41 Mme. Koluchy
evades the detective at every turn. In the end, she is cornered in her own laboratory but
exits on her own terms—by immolating herself in a self-built furnace, bringing one
detective into the flames with her. This sensationalist ending struck a chord with readers;
The Times heralded the work, claiming that Meade and her co-author Robert Eustace
“out-Sherlock Mr. Doyle in the contrivance of ingenious crimes.”42 The work set the bar
high for Meade’s next attempts to construct a femme fatale, a trope she reemployed for
the Strand four years later in 1902.
Madame Sara is in many ways a remake of Madame Koluchy, with some new,
strategic literary effects designed to unsettle and entice Victorian readers. A shorter and
perhaps more digestible work, published in six installments instead of Brotherhood’s ten,
The Sorceress of the Strand (October 1902–March 1903) follows Dixon Druce’s ongoing
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feud against Madame Sara, a professional “beautifier,” who employs medical skills such
as dentistry and cosmetic surgery to swindle London’s elite and who focuses specifically
on feminine markets for her goods and services.43 In contrast to Brotherhood, the title
immediately identifies the female antagonist, but also frames her as a “Sorceress”—a
mysterious and likely dangerous femme fatale.44 Just below the title, Madame Sara’s
strong presence appears in the installment heading: “Story I.—Madame Sara.” Madame
Sara, like Madame Koluchy, is foreign, but she is even more suspicious due to her hybrid
identity—“ a mixture of Indian and Italian, her father having been Italian and her mother
Indian.”45 Her status as “half-caste” stirs up the Victorian fear of the “unknowable other,
a nexus of outsider race and gender, [which] resonates with the fin-de-siècle anxieties
about degenerate beings poised to penetrate and contaminate British society.”46
Foregrounding women’s professional lives was another way to add fresh
sensational interest to the femme fatale figure. As Elizabeth Carolyn Miller notes, it
evoked existing anxieties about the role of the New Woman in the marketplace. Miller
argues that it is Madame Sara’s “commercial success [and] scientific and medical
prowess” that connects her to contemporary discourse on the Woman Question. While
Madame Koluchy leads a gang of spies, Madame Sara carries out her villainous work
through her thriving business. Madame Sara is a beautician and a professional who owns
a shop on the Strand, conspicuously positioned between “a hosier’s on one side and a
cheap print-seller’s on the other,” a possible allusion to Meade’s perceived intermediary
status as a writer of commercial fiction—something between an advertiser for feminine
products and the creator of a cheap print.47 The tour Madame Sara gives Druce through
her headquarters exposes readers to the “mysteries of [her] trade,” made even more
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titillating because of her focus on feminine markets.48 In tapping into both New Woman
discourse as well as reviving the scandals of Madame Rachel’s cosmetic business in the
1860s, Meade respond to market demand for a more shocking and tantalizing villain.49
New Visuals of the Meade’s Femme Fatale
From Brotherhood to Sorceress, we can observe some significant shifts in visual
representations of Madame Koluchy and Madame Sara. The two serials had different
illustrators: Brotherhood was illustrated by Sidney Paget, and Sorceress by Gordon
Browne. Both were well-known and contributed to the Strand frequently; Paget of course
also illustrated the Sherlock Holmes series.50 While Meade would not have selected
which illustrators art editor W.J.K. Boot chose to hire, the images accompanying her
serials were nevertheless an important part of their identity and marketability as content
within the magazine and a reflection of Meade’s sensational cues within the text. While
both Madames were featured ten times in the illustrations, the illustrations are more
concentrated in Sorceress due to its shorter length—six installments instead of
Brotherhood’s ten. Consequently, Madame Sara appears to receive more visual emphasis
than Madame Koluchy.
When Madame Koluchy is depicted, she is usually smaller and positioned farther
from the frame, unlike Madame Sara, who is rendered with definition and focus. The
greater visibility of Madame Sara becomes apparent in a side-by-side comparison of the
first illustrations in each serial (figure 3).
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Figure 3. First illustrations of Madame Koluchy (left), Brotherhood of the Seven Kings,
Strand Magazine (Jan. 1898): 88, and Madame Sara, Sorceress of the Strand, Strand
Magazine (Oct. 1902): 389.
In figure 3, Madame Koluchy is positioned off-center, her figure static, her face
expressionless. She appears demure and polite—a far cry from the dynamic and lethal
figure that we come to know by the end of the serial. The caption below the photo does
not quote her own words but instead verbalizes the narrator’s conventional first
impression: “Her eyes met mine.”51 In contrast, Madame Sara is vocal, strong, and
centrally placed in her first illustration. She is depicted talking with Dixon Druce,
explaining her business as they meet for the first time. She is comfortable, animated, and
yet shows a mysteriousness with her shadowed face. The caption quotes her own words
and asserts a sense of self-definition as a professional “beautifier.”52 As she speaks,
Dixon passively listens. These two visual “introductions” to the femme fatale show how
Meade, in collaboration with her illustrators, further sensationalized the trope as she
moved from the earlier to the later serial.
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Meade’s New Madame in the Letterpress
Another way to assess the increased visibility of the femme fatale trope as we
move from Brotherhood to Sorceress is to compare the amount and nature of descriptive
text associated with each character. Overall, the passages describing Koluchy are
considerably shorter and appear less often than do descriptive passages of Madame Sara.
Looking at just the descriptive passages of both figures, we can see a few stark
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differences, as shown in figure 4:
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Figure 4. Total word count of descriptive passages of Madame Koluchy versus Madame
Sara.

Even though there are ten installments of Brotherhood and only six of Sorceress, we can
see that Meade commits significantly more page space to describing Madame Sara. She
uses a total of 2,673 words to describe Madame Koluchy, while she uses 3,967 words to
describe Madame Sara.53 Given that Sorceress is almost half the length of Brotherhood, a
significantly greater percentage of the text is given to focusing specifically on developing
Madame Sara’s character and actions than is the case for Madame Koluchy. This higher
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concentration of description and explication of Madame Sara’s character, along with the
increased concentration of illustrations, heightens the overall visibility of this later femme
fatale. This conspicuousness enables Meade’s middlebrow, busy readers to more easily
spot and meditate on the trope while paging through the Strand.
Not only does the amount of description increase for Madame Sara but the nature
of the description changes as well, which suggests a conscious strategy on Meade’s part
to emphasize particular character attributes in her revised femme fatale. The following
graph compares the frequency of key descriptors in both texts. “Key descriptors” here
refers to a selection of the most frequently used words within the descriptive passages

Number of occurrences

(figure 5).
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Figure 5. Frequency of key descriptors (or their synonyms) for Madame Koluchy and
Madame Sara.
On the left side of figure 5, we can see that some of the most frequently used descriptors
in Brotherhood reference Madame Koluchy’s threatening strength. Norman Head, the
series’ detective narrator, remphasizes her role as his “greatest enemy” and “direst foe,”
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while using the terms “power” and “terrible” to signal her sensationalized strength.54 Yet
this power is referenced in distinctly visual language; it is the combination of her beauty
and strength that frightens and unnerves the detectives. As one of her acquaintances
remarks, “It is not only her beauty which impresses one . . . it is also her power—she
draws you out of yourself completely.”55 In the last chapter, titled “Doom,” the detectives
and police face off against Madame Koluchy in her laboratory, and in this confrontation,
we can observe the full reach of her terror and its effect on them. After using an
electromagnet to disarm the police, she rings out her final threat: “‘It is my turn to dictate
terms,’ she said, in a steady, even voice. ‘Advance one step towards me, and we die
together. Norman Head, this is your supposed hour of victory, but know that you will
never take me either alive or dead.’ She drew herself up to her full, majestic height, and
stood rigid as a figure carved in marble. I glanced at Ford: his lips were firmly
compressed, drops of sweat gleamed upon his distended nostrils.”56 The specific details
Meade provides emphasize her threatening physicality and language. While she delivers a
strong final message to her enemies, the focus is on her menacing height and physical
presence. Her own visual and physical authority in turn elicits a physical response from
the other detective—he sweats profusely and cowers in fear. The visuality of her
description, accompanied by her assertion of confidence, serve to remind readers that
Madame Koluchy is not only the “cleverest woman in England” but is physically
formidable, strong, and daunting.57 And as the scene closes with her defiant death, her
last words ring true. Norman Head and the other detectives will never capture Koluchy;
she escapes by death on her own terms. At the end of Brotherhood, Madame Koluchy
opens a trap door and immolates herself in her gas furnace, leaving a small “heap of
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smouldering ashes.”58 It is from this heap of ashes that Meade fashions the “notorious”
Madame Sara, who takes up more space and figures more prominently in the Strand
Magazine’s pages.
Descriptions of Madame Sara are also visual and focus on her fame and her
formidable power; however, we see a different set of descriptors occur with greater
frequency. The number of references to “secret” and “London” spike in descriptions of
Madame Sara, showing an interesting paradox. The term “London” is most often used to
describe Sara’s fame, as in this short passage: “‘She bewilders and delights everyone. She
is taking London by storm.’”59 These kind of repeated assertions remind readers that
Madame Sara is not an ordinary criminal; she has received widespread acclaim and
acceptance within the metropolis, indicating that her threat is concealed by her strong
social reputation, and that she, like the Strand, is the product of an urban environment.
Her infamy in London is further sensationalized by its opposite—her secretive and
mysterious nature. In her first conversation with Dixon Druce, she describes the nature of
her business, but only to a certain extent, provocatively naming and leaving unnamed
certain elements of her nature. She mocks Druce by asking him to guess her age: “‘[C]an
you guess my age?’. . .‘And I will not tell you. Let it remain a secret. Meanwhile,
understand that my calling is quite an open one, and I do hold secrets. I should advise
you, Mr. Druce, even in your professional capacity, not to interfere with them.’”60
Madame Sara entices Dixon toward uncovering her mysteries, toward the discovery of
her secret to youthfulness, and then she fires back with a threat not too come too close.
Her secrets distance her from Druce and the detectives, teasing them with desire and
threatening them with danger. So it is the combination of her notorious nature as the
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“terror of London” and her role as a keeper of “valuable secrets” that heightens the
sensation-seeking imaginations of the detectives, and in turn, Meade’s readers.61 Madame
Sara’s metropolitanism and secretiveness set her apart from Madame Koluchy. Meade
enhances the sensationalism of her newest femme fatale by amplifying her proximity and
urbanity—putting her uncomfortably within reach of a metropolitan audience and yet
keeping her mysterious and distant enough to pique new interest.
When reinventing the femme fatale trope in The Sorceress of the Strand, Meade
also accentuates her visual appeal by emphasizing her youthful appearance, as shown in
the graph of figure 5. In Brotherhood, Koluchy is never described as youthful or
childlike. She is, however, described as beautiful; in fact, assertions of her beauty occur
exactly as many times as they do in Sorceress. But Madame Sara’s mysterious
youthfulness, despite being middle-aged, is given special emphasis. Her appearance as a
woman in her mid-twenties is repeated five different times in pointed specificity. For
example, “Her tout ensemble gave her the appearance of a woman who could not be a
day more than five-and-twenty.”62 Youthfulness as a feminine ideal was of course also
emphasized in advertising culture, especially in the Strand Magazine. A brief glance
through the ads in the back pages of the Strand reveals a number of new “quack”
products targeted toward women, that were designed to help them look and feel ageless.
Madame Sara is described as having no wrinkles and a youthful glow, even to the point
of being described as a child or a “young, fresh, and natural girl.”63 This new sensational
element did not go unnoticed by Meade’s readership: a short review in The Times
Literary Supplement identifies Madame Sara’s youthfulness as an important part of the
series’ appeal:
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[It is a] succession of episodes in which “I, Dixon Druce” grapples with the
mystic and murderous intrigues of “Madame Sara”—a lovely woman, with “an
innocent childlike manner.” It is a new departure, we think, for “L. T. Meade”
(opposite the last page there is a list of Mr. Guy Boothby’s novels), but she does
not do the thing at all badly, and Mr. Gordon Browne’s many illustrations help it
out.64
Meade’s incorporation of Madame Sara’s “innocent childlike” visuality was observed by
her reviewers as one of the “new and improved” elements of her revised femme fatale.
The novel’s emphasis on youthfulness, when combined with Sara’s greater visibility in
Browne’s illustrations, ensured its success. Not only does the review capture the new
sensational value inherent in Madame Sara’s youthfulness, but it also reveals the
competitive market that Meade operated within. The parenthetical note from the reviewer
indicates that the latest literary commodities by Guy Boothby can be found on the
opposite page, showing that Meade’s serials constantly competed with other popular
fiction titles for critical attention and readership. A “new departure” was necessary to
remain competitive.
Meade increases the stakes in the final installment of Sorceress, which doubles
the femme fatale figure, thus sparking fresh sensationalist interest in the trope. A new
villain, Mrs. Bensasan, appears in the final chapter as another dangerous woman first
allied and later at odds with Madame Sara. Mrs. Bensasan is a wild animal tamer and a
distinctly visual figure in the text; Meade describes her bold physical appearance: “She is
built on a very large scale, being six feet in height. She has strong features, prominent
eyes, and a ringing, harsh voice.”65 In the illustrations, Mrs. Bensasan is highly shocking
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and sensationalized: one in particular depicts her cruelly whipping a trained wolf.66
Throughout the installment, Mrs. Bensasan is depicted four times while Madame Sara is
depicted three times; together this is higher than any other installment.
Mrs. Bensasan’s visuality not only doubles the femme fatale figure but also
amplifies Madame Sara’s visuality as well, by virtue of Meade’s comparison of the two
villainesses’ physical characteristics:
In the presence of one so coarse and colossal Madame Sara, who was standing in
the background, appeared at first almost insignificant, but a second glance showed
that this woman was the very foil she needed to bring out her remarkable and
great attractions. Her slenderness and her young figure, the softness of her blue
eyes, the golden sheen of that marvelous hair, which was neither dyed nor
artificially curled, but was Nature’s pure product, glistening and twining itself
into tendrils long, thick, and soft as a girl’s, all contrasted well with the heavy
appearance of her hostess. Mrs. Bensasan looked almost an old woman; Madame
Sara might have been twenty-eight or thirty.67
These physical descriptions of both femmes fatales again puts the focus on their visual
prominence across her serial, and the effect of comparing them against one another places
additional focus on Madame Sara’s new attractive, youthful qualities. In a suspenseful
final confrontation, the vulgar Mrs. Bensasan confronts and conquers the beautiful
Madame Sara, resulting in a dramatic fight to the death. The scene is visually powerful
(figure 6).
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Figure 6. Sorceress of the Strand, Strand Magazine 25 (March 1903): 289.

The illustration spectacularly depicts the fallen Madame Sara at the feet of Mrs.
Bensasan, who stands triumphantly for just a few moments before succumbing to her
own death at the hands of Madame Sara. Meade’s femme fatale serial thus concludes with
more visual force than any of her previous serials. Adding Mrs. Bensasan to the
Sorceress enhances the sensationalism and danger of the femme fatale trope in her
serial’s final climactic moments.
In a literary market demanding both sameness and differentiation, Meade
advantageously increased the sensationalism and visibility of the femme fatale figure as
she continued in her association with the Strand. Elizabeth Carolyn Miller notes that the
emergence of the femme fatale in popular serials was part of a larger movement in the
broader market for crime fiction at the fin de siècle—which depicts “women’s suddenly
expanded visibility in the public sphere, via consumerism and first-wave feminism, but
simultaneously emphasize[s] the opaqueness and indecipherability of female
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criminality.”68 Indeed in the early twentieth century, the New Woman criminal was
reimagined in film, picking up where detective and dynamite narratives left off and
transforming the femme fatale trope into a new visual medium: film. As Miller notes, “In
a visual medium so dependent upon characters’ bodies, female criminals’ physical
glamour becomes increasingly significant in motion pictures. Early film thus illuminates
a shift toward image-centered conceptions of femininity, incrementally apparent in the
fictional genres that precede cinema.”69 Meade’s femme fatale serials were instrumental
in the evolution of this cinematic trope. At the fin de siècle, she created female villains
with more prominence, cultural resonance, sensationalism, and visual allure than any of
her predecessors, creating her own innovative response to a crowded market for popular
fiction in illustrated magazines and influencing how the femme fatale would be imagined
in film.
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